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When Rosemary Reed-Miller opened her Toast &
Strawberries boutique in the tony Dupont Circle area of
Washington, D.C. in 1966, she had no idea she was
making history.

YWhen Philadelphia

native Rosemary Resd-Miller
{aove) opaned her Toast &
Strawberniez boutigue in the tony
Dupent Circle arsa of Washington,
Traditionally, Rock Creek Park had been an unofficial D.C. in 1888, =he had no idea =he
dividing line by race and income for the city. Longtime was making hiztory,
Washingtonians know that the area “west of the park,”

which includes Connecticut and Wisconsin Avenues and

such neighborhoods as Cleveland Park, Glover Park,

Kalorama and Dupont Circle, was generally unavailable to

black people, except as a place to work.

“I didn't realize the west side of Connecticut Avenue was a
boundary,” Reed-Miller said. “I had trouble getting the
place, and | had to go to the human relations commission.
At first they said | was too young" -- she was in her 20s --
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"and threw up all kinds of barriers.”
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Once she opened the store, early visitors often came
more out of curiosity than a desire to shop.

“People were curious,” Reed-Miller told Get the home
BlackAmericaWeb.com . “They wanted to know, ‘How did you want from
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The unique gift and apparel shop became a landmark in
the city.

“I thought D.C. was ripe for an interesting store, and |
chose the Dupont Circle area because it was an
international area,” located near Embassy Row with a
number of shops and restaurants that catered to a diverse
clientele.

After nearly 40 years in that neighborhood, Reed-Miller
closed the freestanding store in later 2005 and turned it
into an online boutique that provides a variety of services,
from sewing and designing wedding dresses to creating
fashion shows and fundraisers. Singers Aretha Franklin,
Angela Bofill and Anita Baker are among the store’s
customers.

Education equals
success. Contact

University of
Phoenix.

Opening a fashion business was not Reed-Miller's
intention at first.

“I kind of backed into it,” she said. “My background was in
history and art.”

A graduate of Temple University in Philadelphia with a
degree in history and anthropology, she was focused on
emerging countries in Africa. The money for graduate
school didn’t come, and so she headed to Jamaica to “do
work on ‘New World Africans,” she once said in an
interview.

She wrote for newspapers there, including the Daily
Gleaner, and in the U.S. for Women's Wear Daily,
Fairchild Publications, The Miami Herald, The Miami News
and The Amsterdam News.

“l also did crafts and was selling things to department
stores,” she told BlackAmericaWeb.com. That work led
her to open a store so that she could sell her merchandise
and that of local designers and artists.

Reed-Miller's background in history also led to another
labor of love: Documenting black fashion history.
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Her book, “The Threads of Time: The Fabric of History” is
in its third printing and will be republished in the spring. It
profiles black dressmakers and designers from 1860 to
the present.

Reed-Miller said she wrote the book to fill in the gaps
about the contributions of black designers before the
1960s.

“In terms of fashion, it was like we didn’t exist before
1960,” she said.

The book, which Reed-Miller said is her proudest
accomplishment, is a continual work in progress. Each
edition includes additional designers and dressmakers she
discovers between printings.

“I'm up to 38 (designers),” Reed-Miller said. “It's kind of
lopsided on the East Coast, and I'd like to get more
people, geographically. I'm still looking for people from the
West Coast and Chicago. Through these people, | am
able to talk about black history through clothes.”

For example, she said, when talking about a black family
who own a clothing store in Tulsa, Okla., and their history
there, Reed-Miller can address the Tulsa race riots of
1921 in which the racially segregated black neighborhood
of Greenwood was set afire, leaving dozens dead,
destroying residences and leaving thousands homeless.

Elsewhere, she said, she found a store in Hampton, Va.,
that, during segregation, allowed black people to try on
clothes in the store and allowed an International Ladies
Garment Workers Union local organize there.

Reed-Miller researched the work of such dressmakers as
Anne Lowe, a society dressmaker who designed
Jacqueline Bouvier’'s debutante dress and, later, her
wedding dress for her marriage to John F. Kennedy, and
Elizabeth Keckley, “who worked for Jefferson Davis’ wife
and Robert E. Lee’s wife and Abraham Lincoln’s wife.”
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Keckley was so exacting about the details of dressmaking
that people who worked with her “shook in their boots
before they went into her because she knew her stuff,”
Reed-Miller said.

“Blacks participated in fashion since the nation was
founded, either in just doing the necessary sewing then
copy European designs in the 1700s for their mistresses,
then by designing for average and upper-income women,”
Reed-Miller said in an earlier interview with
BlackAmericaWeb.com.

The Philadelphia native said she is inspired by, “people
and their stories. | love stories. | can listen to anybody. If |
met a garbage man at a party, | would say, ‘Really?
What's that like? What kinds of things do you find? What
do people throw away?”

In fact, Reed-Miller said, history is her muse.

“If I had had a restaurant," she said, "l would have written
about the history of blacks and restaurants.”
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More Headlines

It's Official: Barack Obama Announces His Candidacy
for President

Democrat Barack Obama declared himself a candidate
Saturday for the White House in 2008, evoking Abraham
Lincoln's ability to unite a nation and promising to lead a
new generation as the country's first ...

Commentary: The Stats Say it All - Time for The New
York Police Department to Have Federal Oversight

Recently released data suggests that perhaps the city of
New York is failing to live up to an earlier promise to curb
the police department’s use of race-based profiling in its
work.

The Hutchinson Report: Can Barack Obama Really
Win? Winning Over the South Will Be an Uphill Climb

While race is a big X factor in Obama’s bid for the top
spot, it's hardly the only factor. The other crucial is they
his views will play to voting blocs in certain ...

Living History: J. Anthony Brown, the Next Spike Le e?
His Short Film ‘Tambourine Man ' Debuting at PAFF
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After this weekend's screening of "Tambourine Man,"
“Tom Joyner Morning Show" mainstay J. Anthony Brown
can officially add filmmaker, director and producer to his
growing list of credits.

Living Black History: What Becomes a Legend Most?
Ask Music Maestro Quincy Jones

"You know opportunity and preparation is the stuff that
good luck is made out of," says one of music's most
revered visionaries. "When opportunity knocks, you have
to be ready."

Living Black History: Harlem Lanes ' Success a
Testament to Fellowship, Family and Faith

Sharon Joseph and her aunt Gail Richards stepped out on
faith four years ago to start their business and grounded
the business in faith. A year after opening Harlem Lanes,
it's paid off.

Commentary: We 've the Right to Remain Silent on
AIDS Prevention, But Doing So is Killing Our

Community

"My girlfriend told me that when a person is diagnosed, he
or she faces two possible deaths - social and physical,"
writes Mo'Nique in “Not in My Family: AIDS in the African-
American Community.”

Will More Black Reporters, Pundits Get Play in '08
Campaign Coverage? Gwen Ifill Hopes So

The veteran political journalist and moderator of the '04
vice presidential debate maintains that when it comes to
analysis and opinion, "there is a lack of people of color on
both sides of the line." ...

Living Black History: Jet Magazine 's Simeon Booker
Set the Standard for Print Journalism

If there's a copy of Jet magazine on your living-room
coffee table, chances are you've already read a dispatch
by Simeon Booker, a seemingly permanent staple among
the publication's bylines.

Commentary: Yesterday Was Black HIV/AIDS
Awareness Day — Get Serious, Get Creative and Get
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Tested

Many years ago, | lost a much beloved first cousin to
AIDS. Louis Floyd, who died well before his 50th birthday,
was the closest thing to an older brother I'll ever have.
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